Celestial Lancets: a history and rationale of acupuncture and moxa Lu Gwei-Djen & Joseph Needham pp 427 £45 Cambridge: Cambridge University Press 1980 This large and handsome volume forms a relatively small part of Dr Needham's monumental but still unfinished series on the history of Chinese science and medicine (an earlier section was reviewed in the Journal of the Royal Society of Medicine (1979) 72, 310) . This particular portion is, however, of crucial importance in the history of Chinese medicine. It deals with the central themes of acupuncture, which dates back at least 2500 years, and the rather younger practice of moxibustion, in which Artemisia tinder (moxa) is burnt on or near the skin at sites corresponding closely to those used in acupuncture. The localized burning of moxa was mainly to treat a wide range of chronic diseases, while acupuncture was traditionally used in acute disorders. Both procedures have more recently given remarkable results in the field of analgesia, where modern neurophysiology is able to provide at least partial explanations. The ancient underlying theory has, however, more mysterious elements. The interaction of the physical Yin and the invisible Yang depends on the parallel circulation of, respectively, the hsueh (corresponding to blood) through the blood vessels, and the vital force chhi through 12 ching 'acu-tracts', Thus the principles -but not the facts of the circulation were established long before Harvey's work. This and other examples of the delayed union of ancient Chinese theory and Western science have been greatly facilitated by the work of Dr Needham and his associates. These fascinating historical studies from Cambridge have particular relevance at a time when there is increasing awareness that traditional Oriental medicine may have much to offer.
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